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    reasons 
you should care 
about school food 
Many of us take breakfast and lunch for granted—if we skip one or the other, we don’t sweat 
it. There’s always another meal coming up, and “hunger” is something that is easily fi xed. For 
kids who live in homes where food is scarce, however, that next meal may not arrive…and 
hunger is a constant reality they can’t escape. 

That’s where school meals come in: by providing healthy choices for breakfast and lunch, 
these kids get the energy and focus they need to be at their best in the classroom. Read on to 
discover how Project Bread is helping transform school food in our state, and beyond.
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Dear Friends:

It’s September and that means back to school. And for 
many low-income children across our Commonwealth, 
back to school also means back to nutritious school 
breakfasts and lunches––back to food that they might 
otherwise not receive were it not for the efforts of 
Project Bread and our partners and supporters.

For more than a decade, I’ve worked with Project Bread to increase access 
to nutritious breakfasts and lunches for hungry children in our schools, 
and to improve the nutritional quality of school meals––fi rst as an active 
research partner and advisor, then as a Board member, and now as 
Chairman of the Board of Directors.

As a pediatrician, father, and grandfather, I know fi rst-hand how nutritious 
food helps children physically, mentally, and socially so they can reach 
their full potential. As a clinician-scientist, I’ve extensively researched the 
positive impact that school breakfast can have on attendance, learning, 
psychosocial functioning, and overall health. The scientifi c evidence is 
clear: students who don’t have access to breakfast—and in some cases, 
dinner the night before—not only are more likely to be late for school, but 
also have a harder time concentrating and performing academically. What 
these kids lose in their early years can be hard to make up.

But while providing access to nutritious food to vulnerable kids sounds 
like “of course, let’s do it,” helping school food professionals surmount the 
myriad fi nancial, policy, organizational, and educational challenges they face 
trying to get body- and mind-building food to kids is not so simple. Project 
Bread approaches these challenges in a number of complementary ways:

Project Bread has successfully advocated for over 
$2 million for universal breakfast each year. This state 
money is available for elementary schools (with over 60% of their 
students eligible for free or reduced price meals) to provide a universal 
free school breakfast program. (“Universal” is important because it 
eliminates any stigma a child might feel.) And since many low-income 
students rely on school meals for over half of their daily calories, it is vital 
that breakfast be available to these students.

Project Bread is leading the transformation of school 
meals to be healthier. With climbing rates of obesity, high-
blood pressure, and type-II diabetes being diagnosed in our youth, it is 
imperative that our school meals be of the highest quality. With a grant 
from the Arbella Insurance Foundation and funds from other supporters, 
Project Bread pioneered the innovative Chefs in Schools program in 
Boston, Lawrence, and Salem. Through Chefs in Schools, Project Bread 
provides the resources for school districts––training, menu and recipe 
development, ordering and inventory control––to help them provide 
healthy meals that children want to eat.  

Project Bread supports even the youngest in need. 
Building on the success of Chefs in Schools, Project Bread launched the 
Chefs in Head Start program with a grant from Blue Cross Blue Shield of 
Massachusetts. This program teaches life-long healthy eating habits to 
children who are not yet old enough to be supported by the school food 
system, but who are at ages where nutrition is vitally important.

    

While there are other factors that infl uence how children learn, grow, 
and fl ourish, nutritious food is one of the most important. And it is one 
that we—all of us—can advance.

Project Bread continues to be the state leader in providing low-income 
children with healthy meals at the places where they live, learn, and 
play. Join me in our continuing effort to develop and implement 
programs that make available affordable, sustainable, nutritious food to 
families in need across the Commonwealth.

Sincerely,

Ronald E. Kleinman, M.D.
Board Chair

Physician in Chief, MassGeneral Hospital for Children
Chair, Department of Pediatrics, Massachusetts General Hospital
Charles Wilder Professor of Pediatrics, Harvard Medical School

You can help children in need to grow to their fullest potential: 
give today to support our school meals programs at www.projectbread.org.

Letter from 
our board chair
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In June 2013, Project Bread’s Board 
of Directors gathered to establish a 
new partnership with Massachusetts 
Farm to School. The organization 
works hard to get fresh, locally grown 
foods into schools across the state.

It was an easy decision because both 
organizations share a common 
commitment to increasing access  
to fresh, healthy food for all 
Massachusetts students.

The meeting led to the creation of the 
Massachusetts Farm to School Project 
LLC, which brings the organization 
under the larger umbrella of Project 
Bread. While Massachusetts Farm to 
School will remain an independently 
operated program, Project Bread will 
provide fiscal oversight and human 
resources support to ensure their 
continued health as an organization.

“This is a great step forward for the 
Massachusetts Farm to School Project 
and for Project Bread,” says Ellen 
Parker, executive director of Project 
Bread. “As a Massachusetts based anti-
hunger organization we understand that 
supporting and investing in our regional 
food economy is a triple win—healthier 

school meals, a stronger local food 
economy, and increased food security across 
our communities. This is smarter thinking 
about ending hunger in the 21st century.”

MA Farm to School promotes the 
purchase of locally grown fruits and 
vegetables by connecting Massachusetts 
farmers directly with educational 
institutions across the Commonwealth. 
As a result, the organization has  
elevated public understanding and 
appreciation for the important role 
farmers play in the food economy of  
our state while simultaneously serving  
as a source of education about the public 
health benefits of a diet rich in fresh 
local produce.

“Bringing fresh, locally grown foods 
into school cafeterias is a profoundly 
democratic way to ensure that students 
of all ages and circumstances have 
access to healthy food that tastes good,” 
says Simca Horwitz, farm to cafeteria 
director of Massachusetts Farm to 
School LLC. “Farm to School is a  
win-win-win for Massachusetts students, 
farmers, and our school food  
service providers.”

Project Bread and Massachusetts Farm to 
School have already started working on 
some exciting joint projects. With funding 
from a USDA grant, Massachusetts 
Farm to School is collaborating with the 
Salem Public Schools to contract local 
providers, like Moraine Farm, to bring 
more fruits and vegetables into the 
cafeteria—where Project Bread operates 
its successful Chefs in Schools Initiative. 
With this partnership in place, our 
Chefs are now focusing on developing 
recipes to incorporate this new source of 
produce into school meals. Another joint 
Salem project on the horizon involves 
the development of a workshop on 
garden-based learning.

“Project Bread was one of the 
first organizations in the state to 
understand the powerful connections 
between healthy eating and local 
food consumption. Their innovative 
support—for example, encouraging 
farms like Lanni Orchards to  
‘test-drive’ delivering food to summer 
meal programs—helped create 
lasting connections. From Martha’s 
Vineyard and Lawrence to Worcester 
and Westfield, farms and districts 
have become partners in feeding our 
children,” says Kelly Erwin, director  
of the MA Farm to School Project.  
“I am so excited to see the ways our  
new collaboration will facilitate better 
eating for hungry students in more 
corners of the Commonwealth.”

Project Bread is especially looking forward 
to working with Massachusetts Farm 
to School during Harvest for Students 
Week, September 30 to October 4. This 
annual statewide celebration of locally 
grown meals in schools and colleges 
brings together dining services staff, 
teachers, students, farmers, and public 
officials to learn about, participate in, 
and advance the improvement of school 
meals programs.  

Want to get involved in these exciting, 
innovative projects? Learn more at 
www.massfarmtoschool.org/programs/
harvest-for-students.

Farm Fresh 

Kindergarteners in Worcester make the farm-to-cafeteria connection.
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1. 

school food protects our 
Most vulnerable children 
against hunger 
In 2012, there were more than 350,000 
Massachusetts students eligible for free 
or reduced price meals. Because low-
income children rely on school meals for 
more than half of their daily nutrients 
and calories, these meals need to be 
of highest nutritional quality—and we 
believe that’s what our kids deserve.

“Healthy school food is one important 
way to mitigate the bad outcomes 
associated with child poverty,” says 
Ellen Parker, executive director of 
Project Bread. “It’s a chance to stack the 
odds in favor of the children.”

2. 

there is no stigMa in 
how school Meals 
are provided each day
None of us should feel shame when we 
need something to eat. Children are so 
sensitive to being different that shame 
or embarrassment often prevents them 
from accepting help. Universal school 
meals provide food to those who need it 
most…without the perceived stigma of 
a “hand-out.”

To make broad participation possible, 
the Columbus Elementary School in 
Medford worked with Project Bread 
and other local organizations to adopt 
a simple “Breakfast in the Classroom” 
pilot program as an eat-in-classroom 

solution…a shift that makes it much 
easier for children to be part of the 
crowd and enjoy their breakfast.

“The program works well. We have 
more kids eating and our participation 
rates have increased,” says Dominica 
Nichols, the Medford Public School’s 
Nutrition Specialist consultant. “Many 
teachers have reported a calmer 
atmosphere in the morning, and better 
concentration on morning lessons. As 
an added bonus, breakfast is also now a 
more fi nancially sustainable program.” 

Within the structure of the new 
program, kids take about ten 
to fi fteen minutes to eat during 
morning activities, such as morning 
announcements or attendance, or while 
they’re engaged in individual reading 
time—so no instructional learning 
time is lost. In this model, the majority 
of children participate, so no student 
stands out as different. Project Bread’s 
Child Nutrition Outreach Program is 
working hard right now to encourage 
the implementation of this system in 
more schools around the state. 

5 reasons you should 
care about school food
Project Bread is passionate about creating and advancing school meals 
programs that give kids daily access to appealing, healthy food—and by 
extension, providing them the energy and focus they need to excel in their 
classrooms, and beyond. 

If you’re picturing a “lunch lady” with a scowl, or bored students lined up 
with frowns, or a colorless tray of…well, you’re out of step with the times, 
and you’re in for a pleasant surprise. Here are fi ve things you might not know 
about the real face of school food in the Commonwealth and the critical role 
school food service professionals play:

  CONTINUED FROM FRONT COVER
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5. 

Meeting all children’s 
nutritional needs bolsters 
learning…and Much More
Children are better equipped to both 
function and learn if good nutrition is 
part of their day. A significant number 
of studies, including a 2002 research 
study conducted by Project Bread, 
Massachusetts General Hospital, and 
Harvard Medical School, show that 
children who eat a good breakfast every 
day learn better, behave better, and 
perform better in class than children 
who struggle with hunger. 

In fact, students who eat school breakfast 
regularly have been found to have 
higher math grades, fewer instances 
of absenteeism or tardiness, and fewer 
emotional and behavioral problems in 
the classroom. That’s a powerful clue 
to the importance of nutrition in our 
psychological wellbeing, too.

According to Share Our Strength, 
nine out of ten teachers say having a 
healthy breakfast is key to academic 
achievement. The same report shows an 
average 17.5% increase in standardized 
math scores from students who 
consistently start their day with a healthy 
meal. Clearly, children need to be both 
full and healthy to learn and grow to 
their utmost potential. 

With such an important set of results 
at stake—the lives and futures of our 
children—it’s no wonder our entire team 
at Project Bread is passionate about 
school food and connecting our kids with 
the best, most healthy meals possible, 
complete with local ingredients.

We believe we’ll see the impact of 
our work as this generation grows up 
healthy and strong while we continue 
our work to eradicate hunger across 
Massachusetts.  

By effectively integrating school meals 
into a student’s morning and afternoon, 
we can effectively advance systemic 
change and eliminate the stigma 
attached to hunger itself.

3. 

school Meals are an 
opportunity to teach life-
long healthy eating habits
Project Bread uses delicious and healthy 
lunches to help kids develop a taste for 
fresh, nutritious food—and head off a 
habit of eating processed food that’s high 
in fat, salt, and sugar. Once children 
are introduced to healthier foods—
and become interested in eating them 
consistently—students are far more likely 
to maintain these healthy eating habits, 
and, as a result, be healthier overall.

In a joint research study with the 
Harvard School of Public Health in 
2009, we used extensive data to back 
up our contention that children will eat 
healthy school meals—and eat more 
vegetables—if they are prepared in a 
tasty, visually appealing way.

“By combining better recipes with fresh 
ingredients, the meals undoubtedly 
become more appealing to children,” 
says Chef Guy, one of Project Bread’s 
chefs. “Getting children involved in the 
cooking process can also be a beneficial 
tool in encouraging kids to try new 
tastes.”

By introducing children to a wide range 
of healthy options during the thirteen 
years they spend in school, Project Bread 
sees an opportunity to affect a child’s 
health for years to come…even through 
to adulthood.

4. 
school Meals have a direct 
iMpact on children’s health
School meals not only have the 
potential to affect a student’s lifelong 
eating habits, but also to have an 
immediate impact on their health,  
day-to-day.

When children are hungry, they are 
more likely to get sick, to recover more 
slowly from illnesses and injury, and 
tend to be hospitalized more frequently. 
They don’t “catch up” as easily after 
common childhood illnesses, and their 
bodies simply aren’t able to grow to their 
fullest potential. They are also more 
susceptible to a range of illnesses—ear 
infections, iron deficiency, asthma, 
cardiovascular disease—and more likely 
to suffer from food-related health issues, 
such as hypertension and diabetes.

Project Bread works hard to drive full 
enrollment of low-income children in 
federal nutrition programs, such as the 
School Breakfast and Lunch Programs, 
and the Summer Food Service Program, 
all with the goal of heading off these 
negative health impacts.

Healthy school meals help foster healthy students.
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What is the most rewarding 
aspect of your job as Food Service 
Director for the Framingham 
Public Schools?

Putting food out that the kids will want to 
eat—which is always a hurdle, too. Kids bring 
some of the most discerning and particular 
palates to the table—because they eat with 
their eyes first.

We are doing as much from scratch as we 
possibly can—we make our own meatballs, 
we make our own pizza, and much more. The 
more we can make in-house, the less I end up 
buying processed foods…foods that are more 
expensive, too. 

You also get a lot of food from 
your garden on campus. Tell 
us more about your garden at 
Framingham High School.

It’s a little bit bigger than half a football field, 
and where the garden is located, all the kids 
can look out their windows and see it. The 
kids are more easily able to equate what they 
are eating in the cafeteria with a fresh product 
because we are growing these vegetables 
right in front of them. In fact, last year, we 
produced about 1,400 gallons of tomato sauce 
and 800 pounds of Brussels sprouts that were 
used in all the schools. Everything we grow is 
put to good use in the schools.

 
How did you get into school food 
services? Do you think your 
background as a chef affects the 
way you prepare school food?

K–12 school food has become a real focal point 
of the conversation we’re having about children 
and food in our country. It was ultimately an 
area of food service I hadn’t been exposed 
to, and I decided it would be another avenue 
to pursue. Being a chef is not a lot of fun 
sometimes: you’re dealing with long hours, 
you’re in the kitchen at 4am and then you’re 
there until midnight…so this is a bit easier. 

They say old chefs never die, they just find cool 
spots in the kitchen—and this is my cool spot. 
And it works both ways: I can make some impact 
because of my culinary background, but it also 
affords me a little bit of an easier lifestyle.

What advice do you have for 
other Food Service Directors?

What works for me won’t necessarily work for 
other districts. There is no cookie-cutter model 
that works everywhere—which is part of both 
the challenge and the opportunity of school 
food. The only thing I can say is that it is 
important to find menus that work. Also, you 
need to reach out to people that have already 
done quite a bit of the legwork in your area, 
to help you streamline your operation. There’s 
no reason to take on complicated issues when 
somebody else has already worked out the 
kinks for you. I first reached out to Project 
Bread because you were doing the Better 
Breakfast Initiative, and you were able to help 
me get all the schools in our district to meet 
those improved standards.

Thanks for your thoughtful answers, 
Brendan!  

  Brendan Ryan
Brendan C. Ryan is a culinary-trained chef with a nutrition research 
background who has gone on to become the Food Service Director for  
the Framingham Public Schools. 

“Kids bring some of the most discerning and  

particular palates to the table—because they eat 

with their eyes first.”

Brendan C. Ryan, Food Service Director for the 
Framingham Public Schools, stands in the garden at 
Framingham High School that supplies his kitchen.
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Chefs in Head Start
We’re expanding our successful Chefs in Head 
Start program. Spearheaded by Chef Educator 
Vanessa LaBranche in Lynn, Project Bread is 
partnering with the Worcester Community 
Action Council to bring the Chefs in Head Start 
program into Southbridge, Spencer, and Oxford. 
These new locations will provide nutritious 
meals and food education to more than 200 
children and their parents. 

No Kid Hungry Ally
For the second year in a row, Project Bread is 
Share Our Strength’s No Kid Hungry Ally. This 
year, with Share Our Strength’s support, Project 
Bread will bring a team of experts together to 
create a three-week cycle menu for healthier 
breakfasts that are served in the classroom 
or as a grab ‘n’ go model. Project Bread will 
also bring together a diverse network of 
partners who are invested in creating long-
term, sustainable changes to increase school 
breakfast participation in the state. 

Let’s Cook!
With inspiration from Chef Didi Emmons, 
Project Bread’s Chefs in Schools, and school 
food professionals from across the state, 
Project Bread has created a school cookbook 
with 100 recipes meant to tempt kids into 
eating their vegetables. This cookbook was 
developed to provide a handy kitchen resource 
manual to help schools meet the new USDA 
standards and to ease the process of 
ordering ingredients.

Waste not, want not
In 2012, the Journal of the Academy of Nutrition 
and Dietetics published a joint study between 
the Harvard School of Public Health and Project 
Bread about what students will eat when 
presented with healthy options. Project Bread 
has once again partnered with Harvard to 
conduct plate waste testing in schools where 
our chefs have been training cafeteria workers 
to prepare and present healthier lunches to 
students. Data collection is now complete and 
Harvard will be analyzing and publishing the 
results in the next year. 

CitySprouts
Project Bread and CitySprouts are working with 
the Orchard Gardens K–8 school in Boston 
to help students connect what we grow in 
our gardens to the food that ends up on their 
plates. The school’s eight raised beds were fi rst 
built in 2012 when the CitySprouts program 
began at the school. This year, Chef Kirk, Project 
Bread’s Chef-in-Residence, will also prepare 
menus that feature the very same vegetables 
and herbs the students are growing. 

Eat, learn, and play
This spring, Project Bread successfully 
advocated for an additional $275,000 in the 
FY2014 Massachusetts state budget: $200,000 
for Universal School Breakfast, and $75,000 
for outreach to increase participation in school 
breakfast and summer meals programs in low-
income communities across the state. Universal 
School Breakfast allows all children to eat 
breakfast for free in elementary schools where 
60% or more of the students are eligible for 
free or reduced-price meals—thus eliminating 
the stigma of breakfast being a “poor kid” 
program. Now more children will start the day 
ready to learn! 

Happenings
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Please help us meet the needs of the increasing number of hungry 
families by giving the most generous gift you can today. 

Every dollar counts. 
You make our vital work possible—and you play a critical role in our 
mission to alleviate, prevent, and ultimately end hunger in Massachusetts.

donate now at www.projectbread.org

donate now

Trefler Foundation
The Trefler Foundation has made a generous 
contribution to support our Chefs in Schools 
in Boston for a second year, with a grant of 
$125,000. Project Bread chefs will work in 
Dorchester Academy, Orchard Gardens K–8, 
and rotate in other schools in 10-week cycles 
to train kitchen managers on new recipes 

that are being introduced to the lunch menu. 
Project Bread will also offer cooking classes for 
students and engage parents in advocating for 
positive changes to school meals. 
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